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Driven by concerns about future economic competitiveness 
and the need for a well-educated workforce, the education 
and care of American preschoolers is in the midst of a 
profound transformation. Increasing numbers of 3 and 4 
year olds are receiving a significant part of their education 
and care out of their homes. The potential of increased 
government funding raises the promise of improving the 
quality and availability of this education, vastly improving 
the lives of young children. At the same time, classroom 
practices ill suited for preschoolers raise the specter of a 
brave new world of early education that will do more harm 
than good, both to the immediate quality of children’s 
experiences and the long-term impact of early education. 
In this article we focus on the most intriguing and 
problematic part of this transformation: the inclusion of 
3 and 4 year olds in public schools. For better or worse, 
public schools are poised to play a major role in American 
early education. As model programs are identified 
through the allocation of federal Race to the Top funds1, 
and potentially Early Learning Challenge Grants2, 2010 
will be a pivotal year in shaping policies regarding how 
young children are served in public schools. Our goal 
here is to identify policies that will ensure that the money 
supporting public school preschools is spent wisely, in the 
best interests of children and society.  
We begin by surveying the changing landscape 
of American early childhood education, and then 
explain our concerns about preschool in public schools. 
These concerns are, in part, raised by the experience of 
kindergarten, whose shift away from a “children’s garden” 
to a junior first grade raises red flags about the expansion 
of preschool in public schools. To safeguard against 
preschool suffering a similar fate, we identify three rights 
young children have in any classroom setting:
• the right to be recognized and listened to,
• the right to learn through play, and
•  the right to meaningful, purposeful, 
and reasonable evaluation.
The Rights of Children:  
Policies to Best Serve 3, 4, and 5 Year Olds in Public Schools 
Ben Mardell, Project Zero at the Harvard Graduate School of Education & Lesley University,
Lisa Fiore, Lesley University,
Marina Boni, Early Childhood Department, Boston Public Schools, & 
Melissa Tonachel, Mission Hill School, Boston Public Schools
1Changes in regulations will allow preschool to be funded by this federal Department of Education program. 
2Supported by the Obama administration and passed by the House, if approved by the Senate, the Challenge Grants would 
provide $10 billion of new funding to early education programs over the next 10 years.
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We then offer beacons of hope, three public school 
preschools where children’s rights are respected and 
where there is joy in learning. We conclude by naming 
10 policies regarding curriculum, assessment, personnel, 
and the organization of preschool in public schools. These 
policies include a requirement to allot 50 percent of time 
to play, no testing of 4 year olds, and creating robust early 
childhood departments (with purview over kindergarten 
as well as preschool). 
Our focus should not be seen as an endorsement 
of public schools as the best venue for educating young 
children. In order to meet the needs of all families, we 
support a mixed delivery system that includes family day 
care, Head Start, corporate day care, and community-
based child care centers. Indeed, we want to bring what 
is best from community child care — a respect for 
childhood and a responsiveness to children — into the 
public schools. 
The Changing Landscape of American Early Education
Where and how American 3 and 4 year olds spend their 
time has changed radically over the last half century. 
In 1960 it was unusual for children to attend “school”; 
only 10 percent of 3 and 4 year olds had any classroom 
experience. With the advent of Head Start and an increase 
of mothers in the workforce, this figure doubled by 1970. 
By 1990 40 percent of 3 and 4 year olds were attending 
some type of preschool. Five years later, when Georgia 
established the first statewide universal pre-kindergarten 
program, half of all 3 and 4 year olds received some type 
of out-of-home education (Barnett, Robin, Hustedt & 
Schulman, 2003). Today 35 percent attend some type of 
center-based preschool and 22 percent take part in Head 
Start, and 22 percent of 4 year olds are enrolled in public 
preschools. Only 26 percent of 4 year olds receive no out-
of-home education and care (Barnett, Hustedt, Friedman, 
Boyd & Ainsworth, 2007). 
While parents continue to pay for the bulk of their 
children’s preschool experiences, the last 50 years has also 
seen a significant increase in the amount of governmental 
support for early education and care. In 1970 (after the 
advent of Head Start), 70 percent of education and care 
for preschoolers took place in private programs. By 1995 
that rate had decreased to 52 percent (Barnett et al., 
2003). Increasingly, it is public schools that are opening 
government-funded preschool classrooms. In 2006, two-
thirds of the children attending publicly funded preschools 
were in public school programs (Wilson, 2008). 
The economic, social, demographic, and political 
forces responsible for these changes are likely to continue 
and even accelerate. In the minds of an increasing number 
of Americans, preschool is now seen as an important 
part of a child’s educational experiences, something that 
society should, at least in part, support. 
Emblematic of this shift is a report released in late 2009 
entitled Ready, Willing, and Unable to Serve. Cosigned by 
over 80 retired military leaders, including former chiefs of 
staffs Generals John Shlikashvili and Henry Shelton, the 
report argues that “Investing in our children through early 
education is not a Republican issue or Democratic issue. 
It’s a plain common sense issue critical to our National 
Security…National Security in the year 2030 is absolutely 
dependent on what’s going on in pre-kindergarten today.” 
The military leaders conclude, “A top national and state 
priority must be to increase the number of children served 
by early education…and it is equally important to deliver 
high quality programs (Mission Readiness, 2009).”
Echoing arguments and citing studies common in 
other reports advocating for expanding government 
support for early education, Mission Readiness lays out an 
urgent problem. For the generals, the problem is a lack of 
eligible recruits for the military; in most other reports it is 
the need for a skilled workforce to compete in the global 
economy. Regardless of how the problem is defined, the 
case for how increased funding for early childhood will 
redress it tends to begin with the headline that the “most 
important changes” in brain development occur during 
the first five years of life. Longitudinal research on the 
effects of early childhood education is cited next. The 
iconic High/Scope Perry Preschool Study from Ypsilanti, 
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Mich., along with more recent studies, provides evidence 
that preschool increases high school graduation rates 
and lowers incarceration rates (Schweinhart, Barnes & 
Weikart, 1993; Barnett & Masse, 2007). These findings 
are the basis of cost-benefit analyses that conclude there 
are “solid savings to taxpayers” to investing in early 
childhood education. 
This is a compelling narrative. It has been presented 
by early childhood advocates for decades (although 
without the “hard science” of brain research). What 
is new and significant is that the argument for public 
support for early childhood education is now being made 
by military and business leaders, economists, and a host 
of well-financed nonprofit organizations (Fuller, 2007). 
This narrative is embraced by politicians and the general 
public. Republican governors and a Democratic president 
support universal pre-kindergarten. 
The results are impressive. Thirty-eight states now 
financially support 4 year olds attending school. Even 
during the current economic downturn, there has been a 
one percent increase in state spending for early childhood 
education, now reaching $5.3 billion (Pew Center on the 
States, 2009). 
These trends will likely continue. On a federal level, 
the House has passed the Early Learning Challenge Grant 
program that promises $10 billion over the next 10 
years to support early education. Following an intensive 
lobbying effort by early childhood advocates, the federal 
Department of Education opened the Race to the Top 
fund to pre-kindergarten programs (Young, 2009). 
Universal pre-kindergarten advocates predict, “2010 
promises to bring unprecedented funding opportunities 
from the federal government” (Blood & O’Leary, 2009). 
This has the potential to be very good news. Money 
has been the long-standing barrier to quality early 
childhood education for all. Advocate Gwen Morgan’s 
term “the child care trilemia” captures the issue — a zero 
sum game pitting the interests of teachers, families, and 
the quality of care against one another. Consider one 
part of the trilemia, teacher compensation. The salaries 
of preschool teachers are shamefully low. The average 
preschool teacher makes $24,000, compared to $59,000 
for elementary school teachers and $21,000 for parking lot 
attendants (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2006; salary.com, 
2010). The results are not surprising: high turnover rates 
(17 percent a year) and a lack of training and credentials 
for many teachers (Herzenberg, Price & Bradley, 2005). 
Historically, increasing salaries would have to be paid for 
by parents in the form of higher tuitions or taken from 
the other resources needed to provide children quality 
experiences — crayons, blocks, healthy snacks, and the 
like. Neither option held much appeal. Families were 
already spending 10 percent or more of their income 
on child care. Centers, many operating out of church 
basements, had little fat to trim from the nonpersonnel 
parts of their budgets. 
Public support provides a way out of the child care 
trilemia. Teachers’ salaries can be increased without 
hurting families or the quality of care. In fact, increasing 
salaries improves the quality of care. As the principles 
of labor economics explain, higher salaries mean better 
retention rates, and over time, a larger and more qualified 
pool of potential teachers. A living wage for early 
childhood educators (pre-kindergarten teachers working 
in the Boston Public Schools can earn upwards of $80,000 
a year) will lead to a greater professionalization of the field 
with clear benefits to children and their families. Thanks 
to the tireless efforts of thousands of advocates, for the 
first time in our county’s history there is the possibility of 
high-quality education and care for all 3 and 4 year olds. 
So Why the Worry? 
How could the possibility of billions of dollars in new 
funding for early childhood education be anything other 
than a cause for great celebration? How could parents 
receiving free preschool and teachers earning a decent wage 
be anything other than a good thing? Simply put, we worry 
that the context of public schools will create pressures 
to push practices down from elementary grades that are 
inappropriate for and even harmful to young children.  
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Our concerns are grounded in observations (our work 
takes us to scores of schools) and an analysis of the larger 
context of American education. We have seen public school 
classrooms where 4 year olds are spending far too much 
time sitting and being talked to by adults, and far too little 
time engaged in active explorations of materials and in play. 
In too many classrooms the block area has disappeared and, 
beyond pencils and markers (intended to practice writing), 
art supplies are minimal. We have seen classrooms where 
families are barred from entering and where 4 year olds are 
not allowed to sit on teachers’ laps.
To understand how things could go so wrong, it is 
necessary to consider education in America today, where 
the dominant narrative is that of the accountability 
movement. The premise of the accountability movement 
is that American public schools are (or were) failing, 
particularly for African American, Hispanic, and 
low-income children. The solution is found in high 
standards (for children, teachers, and administrators) and 
accountability, based on tests in core academic subjects. 
Codified into national policy in the No Child Left Behind 
legislation, every public school in American is required to 
make Adequate Yearly Progress on state tests.  
These tests are the coin of the realm. Based on test 
scores, schools can be sanctioned or even closed, children 
uprooted, jobs lost, and mayoral elections decided. 
Reputations of principals, superintendents, and state 
commissioners of educations are determined, on large 
measure, by test scores.  
At the same time, the key leaders of public schools are 
generally not early childhood educators. Most have neither 
significant training in child development nor a strong 
understanding of preschool curriculum. Their image of 
a classroom comes from their familiarity with elementary 
or high schools. The result is that pedagogical practices 
from elementary school are pushed down into preschool. 
While the state accountability tests do not officially start 
until third grade, their influence is felt throughout public 
schools. It is not uncommon to hear a first-grade teacher 
justify a practice on the grounds of “getting them ready 
for the test.” It is fair to say that preparation for the tests 
begins the day a child enters school. 
What is appropriate preparation? Those not familiar 
with child development are too often tempted to make 
preschool simply a junior version of kindergarten 
and first grade, with a narrow focus on skills that map 
directly onto the tests. The problem is that much that is 
important and valuable about preschool is discarded in 
the process. Going faster does not mean going farther. At 
4, preparation for school should focus on learning how 
to learn, how to solve problems, how to focus, and how 
to tell a story. It should foster curiosity, excitement, and 
engagement in the learning process. It should involve 
learning to self-regulate and defer gratification. It should 
not involve worksheets or drills for skills that children will 
appropriately develop as they proceed in school.
There is also the problem of personnel. Since the tests do 
not begin until third grade, upper elementary grades can be 
viewed as more important (at least to the immediate career 
prospects of administrators and the reputation of schools 
and districts). Preschool can become the dumping grounds 
where principals put their weakest teachers, teachers who 
may be woefully unprepared to work with 4 year olds.  
We wish our concerns were a misreading of the 
American educational landscape. We are convinced they 
are not and invite those who disagree to consider what has 
happened to kindergarten in America. 
The Cautionary Tale of Kindergarten
When Friedrich Froebel developed his ideas about 
kindergarten (German for “children’s garden”) in the 1800s, 
the notion of designing education for young children 
was revolutionary. Froebel’s kindergarten challenged 
traditional beliefs, introducing concepts such as children 
learning through play, developmental appropriateness, 
and connecting children and their learning to nature. The 
focus was on the whole child rather than on a narrow 
band of academic skills.
Teachers were trained in kindergarten education so that 
they could be effective guides for children’s thinking, rather 
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than solely transmitters of information. In this capacity, 
teachers also engaged families in their children’s educational 
process. Using close observation of children as the main 
source of data, Froebel argued that teachers could assess 
children’s learning. He also stressed the value of listening to 
children through informal interviews and documentation, 
thereby validating their ideas and understandings. 
The original American kindergartens were private 
enterprises, separate from schools for older children. At 
the beginning of the 20th century, kindergartens started 
to be added to public schools, though often as part-
time programs. Slowly, states began mandating that 
kindergartens be part of public schools; last year New 
Hampshire became the last state to require school districts 
provide kindergarten (Benson, 2009). Over time the length 
of the kindergarten day has also increased, an initiative 
that has gained momentum as the importance of early 
education has been recognized. The resulting economic 
calculus has led to a migration of families and teachers to 
public kindergartens. Today there are few independent, 
private kindergartens, and the number of programs for 
5 year olds that were previously part of child care centers 
has been significantly reduced. Only two percent of all 
kindergartners attend private, non-sectarian schools — a 
figure that includes classrooms that are part of elementary 
schools (National Center for Education Statistics, 2009).
The image that kindergarten still evokes for many 
is of a children’s garden, complete with stories, snacks, 
singing, dramatic play, craft projects, nature walks, and 
a class pet. The accountability movement is making this 
image increasingly obsolete. The kindergarten of old has 
been swept away by the pressures to prepare children 
for standardized tests. Kindergarten is now the new first 
grade. Dramatic play and blocks have been replaced with 
prescribed curricula focused on reading, writing, and 
math. Children are tested regularly on their math and 
literacy skills. 
The extent of these changes is shocking. A survey of 
268 kindergartens in New York City and Los Angeles 
public schools found kindergartens in name only. Children 
in Los Angeles spend 88 minutes a day receiving literacy 
instruction, 47 minutes receiving math instruction, and 
21 minutes being tested or receiving test prep. Blocks, 
sensory materials, and dramatic play are largely gone. 
Play has virtually disappeared. On average, only 19 
minutes of the school day are allotted to child-initiated 
choices (including play) (Alliance for Childhood, 2009). 
Concerned kindergarten teachers rightfully label this 
situation dangerous and even “abusive.” It certainly does 
not constitute a sound environment for young children’s 
learning. As early childhood educator Winifred Hagan 
explains, “Kids are spending hours of their day sitting 
with pencils and tracing dotted lines. And we call that 
education? We are kidding ourselves (Hartigan, 2009).”   
Families with requisite financial and/or human 
resources have often shielded their children from these 
changes by sending them to private child care centers that 
do not suffer the pressures of mandatory testing, and by 
delaying their transition to kindergarten. The impact of 
delayed entry into formal kindergarten has resulted in a 
shift in the demographics of preschool and kindergarten 
students. Forty years ago, 96 percent of 6-year-old 
children were enrolled in first grade or above. As of 2005, 
the figure was just 84 percent. School attendance for 
this age group has not changed. Rather, more and more 
6 year olds are now in kindergarten. Only a quarter of 
this change can be attributed to changes in school-district 
age requirements. Most is the result of “academic red-
shirting,” parents keeping children out of school until they 
are older (Deming & Dynarski, 2008). Research confirms 
the wisdom of red-shirting, finding academic benefits to 
delaying entry into school. But red-shirting comes with 
significant economic costs to families in the form of child 
care and deferred income (West, Meek & Hurst, 2000). 
White males are twice as likely to be red-shirted than 
their African American counterparts, and it is reasonable 
to assume that affluent families are better able to absorb 
the economic costs of keeping children out of school than 
poor families. The transformation of kindergarten may 
very well be accentuating the achievement gap. 
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The Rights of Children in Classroom Settings
Four year olds do not vote. They do not send e-mails to 
their representatives. Only when they are brought along 
by parents do they attend protest rallies. In sum, they do 
not constitute a powerful interest group that can advocate 
for their rights. This does not mean that they do not have 
rights. Four year olds are citizens, not potential citizens, 
not citizens in training, but citizens, with rights and 
obligations like all citizens. 
The rights of children go beyond the pedagogical rights 
we name here (see The Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, adopted by the UN General Assembly in 1989). 
Children have the right to adequate nutrition, safe homes 
and neighborhoods, and access to medical care. They have 
the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. 
All children have these rights. But the nature of these 
rights, and how they are manifested in school, depends 
on children’s ages. Four year olds are very different from 
fourth graders. They have different brains. They have 
different bodies. They have different relationships with 
their families. They have different social and emotional 
needs. They have different interests. They learn in different 
ways. It is not that they have difficulty paying attention 
(as is sometimes said of them). Rather, because of their 
developing brains, they cannot help paying attention to 
everything that is going on around them.  
Preschoolers need to move, to touch, to talk, and to 
play in order to learn. It is against their nature to walk 
silently in a line down a hallway. While they can be trained 
to sit quietly, during a phonemic awareness lesson it is just 
as likely that they will be studying the pattern on the rug 
as attending to the teacher. 
Here we focus on three rights young children have 
in classroom settings, rights that support their pursuit 
of happiness and the development of their long-term 
potential. These are:
• The right to be recognized and listened to;
• The right to learn through play; and
•  The right to meaningful, purposeful, 
and reasonable evaluation.
The right to be recognized and listened to
To know and support a child as a learner, teachers must 
pay very careful attention: to the choices she makes, to 
the language she uses, to her interactions, and to the 
themes she revisits. Children must be recognized not just 
as growing, unfinished beings, but also as true thinkers 
and doers, as active participants in their education. Each 
child comes to a classroom setting as a member of a family 
and cultural group(s) with specific language and practices; 
she comes with a particular worldview shaped by her 
experiences, which in turn shapes her actions, ideas, and 
interactions. The UN Convention recognizes the views 
of the child as distinct and legitimate and specifically 
names the child’s right to express those views (Articles 
12-14). With the child’s right to expression comes adults’ 
responsibility to listen.
Not only do children have a right to be listened to, 
but paying close attention to children fosters their learning. 
The role of the teacher is critical in forming relationships 
with children and structures in classrooms that facilitate 
listening and signal recognition. The teaching of academic 
skills and concepts is supported by teaching in a responsive, 
intellectually rigorous environment. Carlina Rinaldi 
writes, “Listening is the basis for any learning relationship. 
Through action and reflection, learning takes shape in 
the mind of the subject, and through representation and 
exchange, becomes knowledge and skill (Rinaldi, 2001).” 
Following the training of teachers in Scandinavia with 
practices focused on listening, children were found to be 
more confident in sharing their views and opinions and 
would listen for longer periods of time to teachers and peers. 
Children who previously were reluctant to talk in groups 
were more confident about doing so (Kinney, 2005). 
The right to be listened to may seem obvious (as rights 
are often self-evident), but it is far from guaranteed. It 
may seem there is no time in the school day to embark 
on an exploration of child-driven topics because there is 
other material teachers are mandated to cover. 
In the end, we want children to be engaged, 
communicative, and invested in their learning. But as 
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Sergio Spaggiari, a director of the Reggio Emilia municipal 
preschools, observes, “When children feel they are not 
being listened to, they don’t have anything to say.” If our 
responsibilities include bringing our youngest citizens 
more fully into participation in our communities, then 
listening is a sure beginning. 
The right to learn through play 
Play is a core resource of childhood (Carlsson-Paige, 
2007). Play is more than fun (which is a good in and of 
itself ); play is how children learn. Play helps the young 
brain develop. 
Among the numerous social, emotional, and intellectual 
skills and dispositions that are enhanced through play, we 
focus on three that are essential for children to succeed in 
school and participate in the 21st century economy: self-
regulation, symbolic thinking, and collaboration. 
Self-regulation, a child’s ability to monitor her actions 
and control her impulses, is critical to school success. In 
first grade and beyond, children are required to be self-
directed and independent learners. They need to wait, 
follow directions, and manage their time. They need to 
focus their attention, make plans, and persist in meeting 
goals. Play provides the perfect contexts for 3 and 4 
year olds to develop self-regulation (Bronson, 2000). In 
play, children have the opportunity to manage their own 
behavior. They have the chance to plan out actions and 
follow through on their ideas. They have the opportunity 
for sustained engagement in situations that are compelling 
to them. 
Play is also an important context to develop symbolic 
thinking. The adult world is filled with symbols. Squiggles 
on a page can provide directions on how to prepare a meal, 
build a bridge, or play a sonata. The path to mastery over 
these symbol systems begins by understanding that one 
thing can represent something else. In play, children learn 
a piece of paper can be gold, a chair can be a rocket ship, 
and two toilet paper rolls can become binoculars. Here 
lies the foundation for success in literacy, math, and other 
symbol systems. 
The science lab, the business group, the art 
ensemble — virtually all high-level work in our society 
involves collaboration, and play is the genesis of children 
being able to work together. When a child in the house 
area says to a friend, “I’m the Mommy, you’re the baby,” 
she is creating a collective plan. In play, children assign 
roles, make joint plans and follow through on them, and 
encounter and often solve the inevitable problems that 
social interactions involve. Through play, children learn 
how to accommodate their desires to the desires of others. 
They learn leadership and followership. Through play, 
children learn how to work together. 
All children deserve the right to learn through play; it 
is not a luxury to be afforded only to the privileged. For 
children living in poverty, who may have less access to venues 
and props that promote quality play (e.g., safe playgrounds, 
open-ended toys), preschool can provide the exact kind of 
play environment they need to be prepared to succeed in 
school. As the National Association for the Education of 
Young Children (NAEYC) explains, “Because of how they 
spend their time outside of school, many young children 
now lack the ability to play the high level of complexity 
and engagement that affords so many cognitive, social, and 
emotional benefits. As a result, it is vital for early childhood 
settings to provide opportunities for sustained high-level 
play and for teachers to actively support children’s progress 
towards such play (Copple & Bredekamp, 2008).” In play, 
every child becomes, in the words of Lev Vygotsky, “above 
their age, above their daily behavior; in play, it is as though 
he was a head taller then himself” (Vygotsky, 1978). 
The right to meaningful, purposeful,  
and reasonable evaluation
A yearly trip to the doctor should be on every 4 year old’s 
calendar. However, for a healthy child, weekly exams 
would be intrusive and even abusive. The same is true 
for educational evaluation; some is reasonable while too 
much violates children’s rights. 
There are three reasons for evaluation in preschool: 
(1) making sound decisions about teaching and learning, 
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(2) identifying significant concerns that may require 
focused intervention for individual children, and (3) 
helping programs improve their educational practices 
(NAEYC, 2003). To make sound decisions about 
teaching and learning, educators need to collect ongoing, 
formative assessment, information that captures not 
only the product but also the process of their students’ 
learning. Teachers need to know about their charges’ 
interests, understandings, and misunderstandings 
in order to plan next steps in the learning process. 
Occasional summative assessment, guided by the Work 
Sampling System or other measures that collect data in 
the context of children’s explorations of materials and 
play, can also be useful in identifying children’s strengths 
and monitoring their progress in important domains. To 
identify and better understand concerns about specific 
children, teachers need to identify children who may have 
cognitive, social, or emotional difficulties, and refer these 
individual children to specialists who can administer 
the appropriate test to evaluate the child’s difficulty. To 
make program improvements and ensure early childhood 
funds are being spent wisely, whole classrooms should be 
evaluated using sound quality measures. 
Yet as the number of tests to measure preschoolers have 
multiplied and as data-gathering and analytic technologies 
have grown more sophisticated and less expensive, the 
impulse to use the elementary school practice of testing 
individual children using standardized, norm referenced 
instruments has grown. While not legally required, some 
administrators may see testing of even young children as 
the way to ensure accountability. In some public school 
preschools, up to six weeks a year are devoted to testing. 
Standardized tests to collect data on preschoolers’ 
emerging literacy and math skills do little to improve 
children’s lives. Teachers do not need tests to get the 
information they need to guide their instruction of 3 and 
4 year olds; close observation of children provides far more 
useful data (Kohn, 2001). Further, testing preschoolers 
often produces misleading results. Young children cannot 
sit and concentrate for long on tasks that have little 
connection to their interests. They may not understand 
test questions, and their performance can be affected by 
anxiety, hunger, fatigue, and stress. Because of this, the 
odds that a test given to a preschooler or kindergartner 
will give accurate results are only 50 percent (Alliance for 
Childhood, 2009).
Moreover, testing comes at a cost. Teaching can be 
derailed by taking time away from the curriculum. A 
common refrain we hear from teachers is, “I haven’t done 
much with the kids this week because I’ve been testing.” 
Valerie Gumes, a principal in an early learning center that 
is part of a public school system explains, “I’m not opposed 
to standards, but [to] the amount of time we spend doing 
these assessments. It’s really criminal (Hartigan, 2009).” 
There are psychological costs as well. A colleague of ours 
reported administering a math assessment to a 5-year-old 
student, who at one point looked up at her and asked in 
a sorrowful tone, “I’m losing, aren’t I?” Kohn reports of 
young children “bursting into tears or vomiting in terror, 
their incipient self-confidence dissolving along with their 
composure” (Kohn, 2001). This kind of testing must stop. 
The bottom line is that pedagogical practices in 
preschools should be very different from those in 
elementary school classrooms. From what is on the walls, 
to the materials in the room, to the set up of furniture, 
to the schedule of the day, to the training of the teachers, 
preschool classrooms should be very different from their 
traditional counterparts in the elementary grades. It may 
even be a mistake to call them classrooms; “workshops” or 
“learning and play centers” may be better terms. As more 
and more public school preschools come on line, the task 
is not to make children ready for schools, but to make 
schools ready for children.
Three Beacons of Hope
This survey of kindergarten could lead to the conclusion 
that public schools are no place for 3 and 4 year olds. 
We resist this conclusion, in recognition of the necessity 
and appeal for many families of enrolling their children 
in public schools. The work of colleagues whose teaching 
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respects and promotes the rights of preschoolers 
demonstrates the promise of preschool in public schools. 
While examples could come from a host of dedicated 
educators from around the country, here we offer 
vignettes from three classrooms in a large, urban public 
school system. 
In her integrated classroom, Chris Bucco has gathered 
her 3- and 4-year-old students to listen to and enact 
Caitlin’s story, loosely based on Goldilocks and the Three 
Bears. Chris narrates as Caitlin (Mama Bear), Zander 
(Papa Bear), and Mishka (Baby Bear) run away from 
Marina (Goldilocks). But after Goldilocks leaves the 
bears’ house, she gets her due. She is bit by William, who 
plays the dreaded no-see-ums of the New England woods. 
As the performance ends, the actors bow in response to 
applause from their classmates.
Chris is particularly pleased that Caitlin has become 
engaged in the storytelling program. One of seven of 
Chris’ fifteen students identified with a disability, Caitlin 
has been diagnosed with autism. This activity helps 
Caitlin learn how to engage in dramatic play, taking on 
roles and negotiating with peers. It also allows Chris to 
get to know this reserved child better. All the children 
enjoy the storytelling. The enactments create a sense of 
community where, in Chris’s words, “Kids come together 
and really listen to each other.” She adds, “If we could do 
this all the time, the kids and I would be in heaven.” 
Jenny Frazier teaches 20 4 year olds at a school one 
mile away from a major international airport. So it is not 
surprising that in reviewing her observational notes, Jenny 
finds an intense interest in flight. This interest appears 
when Juan and Miguel build planes in the block area; 
when Maria makes kites in the art studio; when Pablo, 
Karen, and Gabriella fly off to Mexico in the dramatic 
play area; and when Peter excitedly talks about the birds 
he has just seen. 
Jenny decides to create some curriculum on flight. 
She begins by asking her students what they know and 
what they wonder about. She learns that the children see 
birds, planes, and balloons as equivalent in their ability 
to fly, so she plans activities that will help children build 
richer understandings of flight. She invites some third 
graders to help the children construct paper airplanes. 
She provides photos of flying objects (eagles, airplanes) 
that the children refer to as they construct models in the 
art studio. She brings in a helium balloon to provoke a 
discussion about how (and if ) balloons fly. She stocks the 
dramatic play area with props that evoke plane travel. 
And she plans a trip to the airport.
David Ramsey often asks his 3- and 4-year-old charges 
what they want to do during outside time. On one 
occasion they want to play baseball but then realize they 
need a bat. Kenya informs the group that “I have a bat at 
home,” which might solve the problem, except for the fact 
that the bat is at her house. Jamie suggests, “Mr. David, 
you could drive us [to Kenya’s house].” David wonders 
aloud if all the children could fit in his car. When it seems 
most of his students think this possible, he asks them how 
many people will have to be squeezed into his car. After 
a brief period of calling out (“10,” “12,” “14,” “23,” “a 
lot”), David suggests that whoever wants to could count, 
but that this should be done one at a time. Everyone takes 
a turn, and David recaps the results: “I noticed that there 
were two numbers I heard several times, 12 and 14. Is one 
of these numbers the right number of people here in the 
Yellow Room?” Some children call out that there are 12 
children, but others remember there are also two teachers. 
After the children agree that the adults (David and the 
assistant teacher) need to be included in order to drive, 
David proposes going outside to see if the group can fit 
into his car. After a safety message, the group discovers 
that all 12 preschoolers can squish into a Toyota Camry. 
But then David raises the obvious problem, “What about 
me and Ms. Stevens?” Kenya suggests that the class should 
use Ms. Stevens’s car and David again asks about the 
adults. Kenya replies, “No, we can put four kids in your 
car and four kids in Ms. Stevens’s car.” Jamie notices, “But 
wait. That won’t work! That’s not all the kids. That’s only 
eight.” After some back and forth between the children, 
Daniel lands on “Six. We need six. Put six in your car and 
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six in Ms. Stevens’s car.” Jamie agrees, “That’s the way to 
do it. Then there won’t be any kids left over.” David again 
raises the issues of drivers and Jamie modifies her answer, 
“You need to go in your car and Ms. Stevens needs to go 
in her car. Then we have seven and seven.”
Chris, Jenny, and David listen, create opportunities to 
learn through play, and use evaluation to support learning. 
Their work is supported by some of the policies of their 
school district, but it is also undercut by the pressures 
inherent in being part of a public school system. All three 
teachers bemoan the fact that they are not able to carry out 
the practices described above as often as they would like. 
To encourage and nurture more of such good teaching, 
to ensure that the promise of preschools is met in public 
school, we recommend the following policies regarding 
curriculum, assessment, personnel, and organization. 
Policies to Protect the Rights of Children in 
Classroom Settings 
Curriculum
Require 50 percent of school time for play. Play is 
fun — an avenue for preschoolers to pursue their right 
to happiness. But play is also more than fun; it is a 
primary means by which preschoolers learn. Because 
of its seemingly random and purposeless nature, play 
can be a hard sell in the current educational climate 
demanding rigor, accountability, and fidelity to standards. 
Preschool play can seem noisy, chaotic, and unproductive. 
Understanding of the role of play in preschoolers’ learning 
redefines play as meaningful engagement that fosters self-
regulation, symbolic thinking, and collaboration. 
It is critical to remember that the High/Scope Perry 
Preschool program, along with other preschool programs 
that produce important, long-term gains, is play-based. A 
comparison between High/Scope and programs devoid of 
play found children from the former to be more socially 
adjusted as they entered adulthood and a third as likely to 
have committed a serious crime (Schwienhart et al., 1993). 
It takes a skilled teacher to facilitate play. The teacher’s 
role begins with providing stimulating materials that 
connect with children’s interests (as Jenny Frazier did in 
her flight curriculum). Teachers must also know when 
and how to support play, helping children who are not 
yet skilled at developing scenarios and negotiating the 
complex social dynamics of play. Teachers must be careful 
not to deprive children the opportunity to direct their 
own play. Children cannot learn self-regulation unless 
they are allowed to regulate themselves. 
Public school preschoolers must enjoy important 
literacy and math experiences, often best delivered through 
prescribed curricula. Yet there will always be pressure to 
add more specific content and skills to the curriculum. A 
second-grade teacher might complain that her new charges 
have poor handwriting and insinuate that children should 
begin formal instruction on letter formation in preschool. 
A new report may bemoan fourth graders’ lack of basic 
geographical knowledge and recommend a curriculum 
beginning in preschool to help remedy the situation. 
These demands require time. To ensure that essential 
learning is taking place, 50 percent of school time must 
be reserved for play and active explorations. 
Children’s storytelling should play a major role in 
preschool curriculum. Like play, storytelling prepares 
children for the future by supporting their language and 
literacy development. Allyssa McCabe and her colleagues 
(2009) implemented a story dictation program in a 
preschool classroom where 75 percent of the students 
received free or reduced lunch and 40 percent were non-
native English speakers. Compared to a control group, 
the children who told stories had significant gains in 
their receptive vocabulary and the quality of their oral 
narratives, the two most powerful predictors of fourth-, 
seventh-, and tenth-grade reading comprehension (Snow, 
Porche, Tabors & Harris, 2007).  
And as Chris Bucco has discovered, stories are a central 
way children pursue their happiness. Just as birds build 
nests and bees make honey, people tell stories. Stories are 
a central way of how we communicate and organize our 
thoughts (Bruner, 1986). Stories are how children explain 
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who they are and learn about each other. Stories help 
teachers to listen to their students. 
Create structures to institutionalize responsiveness 
to children’s interests. Public school districts run 
on published curricula. Fortunately, there are some 
prescribed curricula that are appropriate for young 
children. For example, Opening the World of Learning 
(OWL) is a book-rich program that prescribes almost 
50 percent of its time to children’s self-directed activities 
(Schekendanz & Dickenson, 2003). Yet even with the 
best-scripted curricula, flexibility is essential in order to 
create compelling, responsive learning experiences for 
young children. Teachers must have time and permission 
to pursue a study of flight or to see if everyone in the class 
can fit into a Toyota Corolla. 
In his recent book Drive, Daniel Pink (2009) tells of 
an Australian software company where once a month the 
programmers are told to work on anything they want. The 
only requirement is that at the end of the day they report 
on what they did. These “do your own thing” days have 
become the company’s most productive days. Published 
curricula can be useful guides for teachers, but in order to 
bring real excitement and passion into preschool classrooms, 
explicit structures must exist that allow teachers to follow 
their students’ interests. One day a month, one day a week, 
or every afternoon should be set aside to allow children 
and teachers to pursue their interests. This is not time off, 
but time to use proven practices that create compelling 
curricula, time to pursue projects and products valued by 
the children (see Katz & Chard, 1989 and Project Zero & 
Reggio Children, 2000 for examples). I think we must set 
aside time weekly for these pursuits!
Assessment
Assessment that supports listening. The Greek root for 
assessment is “to sit beside.” In order to follow children’s 
interests, teachers need to listen carefully, to sit beside their 
students. Assessment should be used, as Jenny Frazier does, 
to plan compelling curriculum. Through anecdotal notes, 
photographs, and video, which she shares and analyzes 
with colleagues, Jenny collects data that helps her identify 
her students’ interests and their thinking strategies. She 
uses assessment to listen. 
No testing 4 year olds. It is important that we ensure 
that money for preschool is spent wisely: rich classrooms 
set up and run properly, sensitive teachers providing high-
quality education. Accountability is necessary. 
Accountability can be achieved by using quality 
rating systems such as the Early Childhood Environment 
Rating Scale (ECERS) (Harms, Clifford & Cryer, 1998). 
The ECERS assesses the appropriateness of the classroom 
environment, child-teacher interactions, program structure, 
and the curriculum. It provides data to improve programs 
and identify failing ones. With such tools, there is no need 
to subject preschoolers to standardized tests. 
Personnel 
Only preschool teachers should teach preschoolers. 
Facilitating play and creating responsive curricula are 
complex tasks. Those who teach preschoolers must have 
early childhood training. Just as it would be unreasonable 
to send a preschool teacher to middle school, it is folly 
to expect quality results when elementary teachers work 
with 4 year olds. It is unacceptable for school districts to 
classify preschool as “junior kindergarten” and then assign 
a sixth-grade teacher who has a K–6 license to teach 
preschool. It will come as no surprise that Chris, Jenny, 
and David have degrees in early childhood education.
In the same vein, to ensure kindergartners receive the 
education they deserve, their teachers must have specific 
early childhood training. Policy makers must say no to 
including kindergarten in elementary teaching certificates. 
It is naïve to think that a teacher training program can 
adequately prepare teachers to effectively meet the broad 
changes that occur in children from ages 5 through 12. 
Kindergarten teachers must know how to support play, lead 
responsive curriculum, and listen closely to young children. 
To do this, they need intensive early childhood training. 
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Mandatory training for administrators. Schools that 
house preschools need administrators with knowledge of 
preschoolers. The principals of schools with 4 year olds 
should attend training geared to help them understand 
the unique requirements and needs of teaching young 
children. They need to know, for example, that young 
children need physical contact with adults and that 
parents should be welcomed into preschool classrooms. 
They need to be encouraged to create and support policies 
and practices of preschool that will be very different than 
those for elementary grades. 
Coaching to support teachers. Facilitating rich and 
dynamic play, providing responsive curricula, helping 
children become better storytellers, and integrating 
children’s interests and supporting their skill development 
by following their interests (as David did in bringing math 
into the search for a baseball bat) is akin to rocket science: 
it is high-skilled work that is best done in a team. Preschool 
teachers need a level of support in their work that a principal 
trained in elementary education cannot provide.
Along with the other preschool teachers in their 
district, Chris, Jenny, and David receive the support of 
early childhood coaches. These coaches advance teachers’ 
efforts to get the most of the prescribed curricula and 
help identify opportunities for going off script to follow 
the children’s interests. They help teachers reflect on their 
practice and listen more closely to their charges. The 
coaches provide the collegiality and mentorship to help 
novice teachers become more expert. They create learning 
communities for those who may be the only preschool 
teacher in a school building by organizing cross-school 
seminars on teaching and learning. 
Organization
Self-contained classrooms. Jenny feels she is stealing time 
when her children participate in the flight curriculum. 
Chris bemoans the fact that there is not time for children 
to tell stories every day, the schedule that would provide 
the maximum benefits from this activity. David describes 
his schedule as a “bulldozer that plows over a child’s 
joy and interest in a task or activity of his or her own 
choosing.” While there are several culprits here (too much 
testing, lack of flexibility in the required curriculum), one 
cause that must be remedied is the elementary school 
practice of pulling children out of classrooms to be taught 
“specials” (e.g., art, music, physical education).
This model works well for children in elementary 
grades, enriching school experiences and allowing teachers 
important planning time (required in many union 
contracts). The model is problematic for preschoolers. 
Young children need long blocks of time to promote 
learning. Transitions from one activity or space to another 
can be trying in and of themselves. Young children do not 
readily return to a task once interrupted (especially if that 
return is 45 minutes later); they cannot simply be directed 
to “pick up where you left off.” 
Moreover, there is usually little benefit to children in 
these special classes. Preschool classrooms should already 
be stocked with art materials, and singing should be a 
regular feature of young children’s days. While 4 year olds 
need extensive gross motor activities, they are too young 
to participate in games with rules (making most physical 
education activities pointless). There is no evidence that a 
once a week Spanish class will have any benefit to a 3 year 
old. With specialist teachers having little or no training in 
early childhood, art and music can become management 
nightmares that no one enjoys. 
It goes without saying that teachers should be 
compensated for planning time (and because of the 
material rich nature of the curriculum, preschool teachers 
require much time for preparation). However, preschools 
attached to a public school require a different model for 
designing that time.
NAEYC accreditation for all public school preschools. 
NAEYC accreditation standards are based on the best 
science and practice available from the field. Gaining 
accreditation requires developmentally appropriate 
curriculum (which includes play), sensitive and responsive 
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teaching, and evaluation techniques that respect the rights 
of children. Accreditation can be used as a tool to promote 
and ensure high-quality programs. 
Create strong early childhood departments. In describing 
the pressures of American education that lead to a push 
down of elementary practices to preschool, in no way 
do we want to imply that those who run public schools 
hold some malice against young children. But because of 
these pressures, protective structures must be in place to 
ensure preschool is done right. All school districts with 
preschools should have an early childhood department 
empowered with hiring teachers, creating curriculum, and 
directing policies. While this department should draw on 
the expertise of other departments (math, literacy, science), 
to ensure that the learning of young childhood is driven 
by children’s needs rather than by the desire to prepare 
children for specific, content-related standardized tests, 
ultimate decisions about curriculum should be coordinated 
and controlled by early childhood educators.
Kindergarten should be included under the purview 
of early childhood departments. While children are more 
capable at 5 than they are at 4, they are still very much 
young children (Copple & Bredekamp, 2008). They are 
squarely in the midst of what Erik Erikson describes as the 
time of initiative rather than industry. Most kindergartners 
(as opposed to their elementary school counterparts) 
are interested in trying things out, playing at writing 
and reading and soccer, and are not overly concerned 
about doing things right. In a year they will be ready 
and motivated to sit down in reading groups and begin 
learning the important tools of our culture. For now, they 
are still very much players rather than practicers. 
Support for kindergarten to stand with preschool 
comes from an extensive review of primary education 
in England. This review concludes that children should 
not start formal learning until they are 6. Kindergartners 
should continue with play-based curriculum. The report 
finds no reason to rush. Starting early does not mean 
greater success later on, and there is a risk that 5 year olds 
introduced to formal curriculum too early will become 
tuned off to academics (Alexander, 2009). Kindergartners 
should be accorded the full rights of early childhood.
***
There is great potential in preschools located in public 
schools. Offering salaries at more than double the other 
types of early education, public schools have the ability to 
attract the very best early childhood educators, creating 
outstanding models of education and care for young 
children. If done right, with an eye toward respecting 
children’s rights, public school preschools can become, 
like the best of community child care centers, a gift to 
children and their families (Mardell, 2002).
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